THE MAGNATES

Court accepts the opinion of the family council. The legal trustee
may be either a member of the family, if a member of it is prepared
to fulfil this function for nothing, or it may be some stranger, a lawyer
or accountant for example, as is the case..."

Noel, frowning, looked at the magistrate, who hurriedly amended his
sentence "... as is sometimes the case."

There was a moment's silence.

"I wonder whether there is any point in washing all this dirty linen
before a third party," said Noel at last.

"It would certainly be much better if one of us were to discharge
the duty," said Jean Leroy, assuming an air of disgust as if the whole
business were repugnant to him.

"As far as we are concerned, being already Lucien's bankers," said
Adrien Leroy, "we can hardly act in both capacities. Indeed, we would
much prefer that there were some extraneous control."

"Well, then..." said old cousin Rougier sitting up in his chair.

Noel quickly interrupted him.

"Would you, my dear Minister, in your position as brother..." he
said to the diplomat.

"Oh, no, no," replied Gerard de La Monnerie. "I hate talking
about money and I lack the necessary experience. But what about you,
my dear sir? You seem to me to have all the proper qualifications.
You're a member of the family without being of it, so to speak; you
are eminent in the realms of finance; and if your many duties left you
the time... Lucien would have a Governor of the Bank of France
as his trustee. It would be doing him a great honour."

This polite exchange, whose outcome had been prepared beforehand,
passed over Lulu's head without his taking it in. He was too broken.
He looked up in time merely to hear the magistrate say: "The family
council is therefore in favour of Monsieur le Baron Schoudler as legal
trustee?"

The six elderly heads nodded assent.

"Agreed unanimously," said the magistrate with satisfaction.

At that moment Lulu met the giant's eyes and realized the full extent
of the misfortune that had befallen him. Lulu had become a ward and
Noel was his guardian.

The magistrate took the papers from the clerk, read them aloud, and
presented them for signature.

"And you, Monsieur Maublanc?" he said, holding out the pen.

Lulu's face turned red with anger.

"I refuse to sign!" he said.

And turning on them, he shouted: "You're a lot of swine, the whol<
lot of you!"

He left the study, slamming the door behind him; but as it wa
padded it made no sound.
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